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A Friendly Face
in the Literacy Neighborhood:
What to Expect from Your Literacy Coach
BY KATRIN BLAMEY AND SHARON

wALPOLE

J

n 1998 Congress authorized the Reading Excellence Act, providing funding to K-3 schools with histories of
high poverty and low achievement. One way schools could use the money was to hire full-time, site-based
literacy coaches to aid in reform efforts of the total literacy program. Under No Child Left Behind legislation
the practice of hiring literacy coaches has continued and even expanded to include middle and high schools.
Clearly, literacy coaches are an integral part of public schools; however, little is shown in the research about
the actual role of the literacy coach in school reform or the effectiveness of the literacy coach's presence to
improve student achievement.

Literacy coaches have the potential to fulfill multiple
roles in schools, including working as assessors,
modelers, learners, and researchers (Walpole &
McKenna, 2004). In 2004, the International Reading Association adopted a position statement on
the standards for reading coaches in the United
States. You can read or download the statement at
http://www.reading.org/resources/issues/positions_
coach.html. IRA's position was that reading coaches,
in addition to being excellent classroom teachers and
having the knowledge of reading specialists, should
also be skilled in working with teachers, making
formal presentations, and providing models, observation, and feedback to classroom teachers (International Reading Association, 2004). The role of the
literacy coach is complex, including many potential
responsibilities.

Potential for Leading Change
Our review of the literature for additional insights
into the work of literacy coaches yielded three
potential coaching models: 1) the coach as facilitator
of an externally designed curriculum model (LeFevre
and Richardson, 2002), 2) the coach as a reading
specialist with additional professional development
responsibilities (International Reading Association,
2004), and 3) the coach as the instructional leader
of a site-based reform (Walpole & McKenna, 2004).
All of these models, however, are theoretically based

without empirical evidence from the field. Thus, the
literature on professional development may provide
the most insight into coaching.
Out of the literature on effective schools and successful school reform come key characteristics of
effective professional development (Reynolds, 1998).
Successful professional development is contextspecific (Hamilton & Richardson, 1995) and nested
within district policies (Joyce & Showers, 1996).
Moreover, such reforms involve the active participation of teachers learning and working together with
building level leaders to share responsibility for the
total reading program (Birman, Desimone, Porter,
& Garet, 2000; Datnow & Castellano, 2001; Smylie
& Brownlee-Conyers, 1992; Smylie & Denny, 1990).
Taylor, Pearson, Clark, and Walpole (2000) compared school-wide characteristics of effective schools
and found that the most effective schools regularly
assessed student progress, used achievement data
to inform instruction, incorporated both whole
and small grouping in their classroom instruction,
utilized a collaborative professional development
model, and invited parents to participate in the
school community. Taken together, this literature
suggests-but does not prove-the importance
of the literacy coach in school reform. Since they
are site-based, literacy coaches are well suited for
providing context-specific, assessment driven profes-
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sional development to the teachers they are working
with in order to bring about real change in student
achievement.

Context
Sharon Walpole, co-author of this article, works with
literacy coaches as a provider of staff development.
Beginning in 2002, the state of Georgia contracted
her to provide over 100 hours of staff development to
literacy coaches and their principals in 54 schools.
Staff development included knowledge building seminars in scientifically based reading research, professional book study groups, and full-school "walkthroughs" to provide critical formative feedback on
program implementation. Throughout 2 years of staff
development, literacy coaches were encouraged, but
not required, to adopt new curriculum materials,
purchase professional and leveled texts, schedule
and administer data collection, conduct classroom
observations, and provide professional development
for teachers.

Emerging Roles of Literacy
Coaches
To evaluate the effectiveness of the staff development, Wal pole sought feedback from the coaches
through interviews and surveys. Katrin Blarney, the
other co-author of this article, helped her to analyze
these data. The reports suggest two primary roles
of literacy coaches, which we call mentor and director. As mentors, literacy coaches foster professional
relationships with the teachers with whom they
work. Through modeling, observing, and offering
constructive feedback, coaches support teachers as
they implement research-based practices. Moreover,
coaches work as teachers of teachers, providing
presentations and organizing professional book study
groups to promote ongoing adult learning.
As directors, coaches guide the school's literacy
program. By organizing data collection and analysis,
providing professional development, and implementing school wide reform efforts, the coach leads the
charge for change. Coaches manage the literacy
curriculum through activities such as buying commercial materials, organizing materials, supporting
teachers to use curriculum materials effectively,
scheduling instructional time, grouping students into
instructional groups based on achievement scores,
and reporting assessment data to teachers, administrators, and parents.
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The collective experience of these coaches can inform
the work of future coaches, teachers and administrators working with coaches, and providers of professional development. Clearly, the range of activities
these coaches engaged suggests that the role of the
literacy coach is multi-dimensional, requiring many
hats (Walpole & McKenna, 2004). We do not know
whether mentors or directors are more effective;
what we do know is that real life literacy coaches
have developed both roles.

Lessons Learned from Literacy
Coaches
As new literacy coaches, they provided extensive
evidence of their successes and their struggles. What
they shared continues to inform and inspire our
work with site-based staff developers. Here are some
lessons that these coaches shared:

1. Relationships matter. These staff developers
developed trusting relationships with one
another and with Walpole. Because of this,
building content knowledge and admitting to
gaps in content knowledge were essential to
the design of a flexible support system.
2. Books matter. The use of professional readings and a large professional library provided
both support and accountability to these staff
developers. They learned that they could be
learners in their schools rather than "knowers." See Figure 1 on the facing page for a list
of books used in professional study groups
during this project.
3.

Curriculum resources matter. Site-based staff
developers may be targeting improvement of
instructional strategies, but if they cannot
demonstrate and apply them directly with
materials that all teachers have, they are
unlikely to be implemented.

4. Data matters. When coaches had evidence
that the initiatives they were leading affected
children, they were inspired to demand more
and different types of support from Walpole
and to provide more and different types of
support to their teachers.
5.

Support matters. Those staff development
leaders with strong support from their
principal and district administrators gained
strong support from their teachers. When
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make the amount of time we needed, but we
could make better use of the time we had.

Figure 1

Books Used in Professional
Book Study Groups
Allington, R. L. (2001). What really matters for
struggling readers: Designing researchbased programs. New York: Longman.
Bear, D.R., Invernizzi, M., Templeton, S., &
Johnston, F. (2000). Words their way:
Word study for phonics, vocabulary,
and spelling instruction (2 nd ed.). Upper
Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, Inc.
Duffy, G.G. (2003). Explaining reading: A
resource for teaching concepts, skills,
and strategies. New York: Guilford
Press.
Morris, D., & Slavin, R.E. (2003). Every child
reading. New York: Allyn and Bacon.
Pressley, M. (2002). Reading instruction that
works: The case for balanced teaching.
New York: Guilford Press.
Strickland, D.S., & Kamil, M.L. (Eds.). (2004).
Improving reading achievement through
professional development. Norwood, MA:
Christopher Gordon Publishers.
Wal pole worked with coaches without such
support, both she and the coaches were
quickly frustrated. Support systems for staff
developers must include principals and other
local leaders; no type or amount of outside
support can overcome negative support from
inside.

6.

Differentiation matters. Walpole struggled to
plan and implement large-group sessions and
to tailor the sessions to address the needs of
individuals. Staff developers will bring different knowledge and skills to their trainings
and they will be faced with different demands
from the teachers they serve. Their support
systems must be flexible enough to adapt to
those needs.

7.

Time matters. Time is a precious commodity
for a school based staff developer-time for
his or her own learning, time for providing
support to teachers during and after school
hours in whole-group, small-group, and
one-on-one settings, time for organizing and
managing. We learned that we could not
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By listening to these literacy coaches, we have
learned that implementing reform is a tall order,
and that those who lead such efforts need a support system that builds their knowledge, expands
their strategies, and allows them to consider new
ideas with others who have similar jobs. Moreover,
we learned that literacy coaches work to support
teachers as they strive to improve students' reading
achievement-whether they do so as mentors or as
directors. Ultimately, coaches work for and with
teachers, differentiating professional development,
providing professional materials, and collecting
student-level data in order to help teachers plan
small- and whole-group instruction. When teachers
struggle to implement a type of instruction, coaches
struggle to find ways to help support these teachers.
When teachers work in study groups to advance their
professional learning, coaches participate through
guiding discussion and making book suggestions.
Most importantly, when teachers express concern,
doubt, confusion, excitement, or enthusiasm, coaches
are there to listen and to, well, coach. As the newest
face in the literacy neighborhood, the coach should
be welcomed as a friend.
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